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How to live sustainably is a topic of local, national and international importance. The 
Australian National Curriculum (ACARA, 2011) identifies sustainability as a cross-
disciplinary strand, obligating teachers to build sustainability into their pedagogical 
practices. In early childhood education, the Early Years Learning Framework (2009) 
and more recently, the National Quality Framework (2011) provide impetus for early 
childhood education for sustainably (ECEfS). 
This article discusses ECEfS, but first, it addresses climate change putting this into a 
sustainability perspective. 
What is climate change? 
Climate change refers to the Earth warming more than it should by increasing the 
presence of gases that trap atmospheric heat, a process similar to that of a 
greenhouse, where inside air is warmed by the sun and cannot readily escape. While 
atmospheric heat trapping is a natural process that enables humans to live on Earth, 
scientists believe the planet's climate system has become unstable due to human 
actions such as forest clearing and burning fossil fuels for energy. A major byproduct 
of such activities is carbon dioxide, a gas that exacerbates the greenhouse effect. 
Carbon dioxide levels have been on an upward trajectory since the Industrial 
Revolution with faster upward rates anticipated into the future. This rising trend over 
time raises alarm bells (Davis, 2007). 
Much climate change controversy concerns the contributions of human activity to 
climate change. Some deny any link between rising CO2 and climate change. Others 
believe that what we are experiencing is natural climate variation over millennia and 
are skeptical that human activity is the primary cause. Others acknowledge the 
human dimension of climate change but doubt that strategies such as levies and 
taxes on carbon emissions are worthwhile responses to addressing climate change. 
Collectively, however, most scientists acknowledge that humanity is driving climate 
change and that the adverse effects are set to magnify into the future.  
Climate change impacts 
Increases in Earth's temperature due to climate change can cause an array of 
climate impacts. As oceans heat, for example, there are likely to be: 
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 increases in extreme weather events, including prolonged droughts and heat 
waves; 
 melting ice caps and retreat of glaciers; 
 higher sea levels and ocean acidification; and 
 significant changes to marine life cycles (Lowe, 2007).  
These impacts threaten coastal populations with rising sea levels, storm damage 
and floods that lead to food shortages and higher prices for food, shelter, water, fuel 
and insurance. They are likely to generate environmental refugees and will place 
greater stress on a wide range of services and infrastructure. The impact of drought 
is already well known to Australians and needs no explanation here 
There are health impacts of climate change including rises in diseases such as 
malaria and dengue fever (1, Davis, Blashki & Best, 2010). A study by Lam (2007), a 
paediatrics specialist, identified specific health risks for young children. He found that 
rising temperatures are likely to lead to increasing numbers of preschoolers requiring 
treatment for fever and gastroenteritis at hospital emergency departments because 
young children have less capacity to regulate their bodies during heat waves (Davis, 
2007). Dislocations due to extreme weather events can lead to mental health 
impacts on families, with children being highly vulnerable – not every child will 
‘bounce back’. 
While the impacts of climate change are potentially bad for humans, the overall 
result is a much-diminished Earth for all species. For our children and grandchildren, 
however, there is significantly reduced capacity into the future to support the 9.4 
billion people anticipated to inhabit the planet by 2050 (US Census Bureau, 2006), 
even if the impacts of climate change are overstated or ameliorated. 
What is sustainability? 
The bigger issue for humanity is the unsustainable living patterns that are woven into 
our everyday social and economic systems; climate change is a symptom not the 
cause of problems. Simply put, our 'ecological footprint' is too large – we need at 
least three more planets if everyone on Earth lived like the average Australian 
(WWF, 2006, p. 19). Our lifestyles overuse Earth’s natural capital and deplete the 
capacity of the biosphere to repair and regenerate in order for us to have clean air, 
clean water and sufficient food production. In other words, we are overexploiting the 
natural world on which human life, indeed, all life on the planet depends.  
Sustainability, too, is about social justice. While some enjoy the benefits of global 
economic development, industrialisation and new technologies, others bear the risks 
and costs with the poorest nations, and the poorest within nations, most at risk 
(Lowe, 2006). As Stern comments, 'The poorest developing countries will be hit 
earliest and hardest by climate change, even though they have contributed little to 
causing the problem' (2006, p. xxvi). Furthermore, while efforts are slowly getting 
underway to reduce or reverse future global warming, the unequal distribution of 




Unless we change our ways, and soon, our children and future generations will 
inherit a sadly depleted earth, and their own contributions will exacerbate the 
problems. Children, after all, are already growing up as 'little consumers', many 
already suffering from 'nature deficit disorder' (Louv, 2005), the cumulative effect of 
lack of experience in, appreciation of, and care for the natural world. 
A role for early childhood education 
As noted, young children are most at risk from unsustainability because they face 
greater, and longer, exposure to the worst of the consequences. Until recently, 
however, early education investments aimed at addressing sustainability issues have 
been slow to emerge. Fortunately this is changing as practitioner interest, coupled 
with policy initiatives and the emergence of an international coalition for ECEfS takes 
hold. The Gothenburg Recommendations on Education for Sustainable Development 
(2008), for example, identifies early childhood as a 
“natural starting point” for all ongoing education for sustainability. While this 
statement seems unremarkable, it is important as it is the first international statement 
to explicitly identify early childhood education as contributing to education for 
sustainability.  
Doing things differently 
Some people think that it is inappropriate to ‘burden’ young children with 
sustainability issues. I agree; however, the ECEfS that I advocate is grounded in 
transformative approaches to learning and teaching. This is not 'doom and gloom' 
education where children are confronted by images of drowning polar bears, choked 
turtles, and urban wastelands. Rather, it is ECEfS that builds on children’s interests 
and is embedded in inclusive, democratic practice. It values, encourages and 
supports children as problem-seekers, problem-solvers and action-takers in their 
own environments – it is positive and empowering early education. 
Young children can even lead the way in reshaping adult actions around 
sustainability (Davis & Gibson, 2006; Stuhmcke, 2012), helping to change adults’ 
knowledge and behaviours. There is evidence, too, that young children can impact 
on learning and actions in school settings by advocating, for example, for better 
recycling processes at school due to their preschool experiences.  
What can you do?  
 Put children at the heart of sustainability. Utilise their ideas and creativity for 
learning and action taking around local sustainability issues  
 Familiarise yourself with quality area 3 and particularly Standard 3.3 of the 
National Quality Standard. This offers a rationale and guide for ECEFS in your 
service 
 Create natural playspaces where young children have deep engagement with 
the natural world 
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 Model 'green housekeeping' within your service, for example, minimise waste 
and reduce water and energy consumption and use ‘Earth-friendly’ cleaners 
 Build sustainability into policy so others know where you stand, and use this 
to communicate with and educate your community  
 Create a learning community within your early childhood service to find out 
more about sustainability issues; this is legitimate professional development. 
 Join early childhood education for sustainability networks and become 
campaigners and co-learners with your colleagues about ECEfS. 
Already, many in early childhood education are working with young children to ‘do 
things differently’ for themselves and for the planet. All of us need to be part of the 
challenge to create a better world now and into the future. 
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